Bellwether Magazine
Volume 1
Number 21 Summer 1987

Article 9

Summer 1987

Ethics and Clinical Practice: A New Course

Follow this and additional works at: https://repository.upenn.edu/bellwether

Recommended Citation
(1987) "Ethics and Clinical Practice: A New Course," Bellwether Magazine: Vol. 1 : No. 21 , Article 9.
Available at: https://repository.upenn.edu/bellwether/vol1/iss21/9

This paper is posted at ScholarlyCommons. https://repository.upenn.edu/bellwether/vol1/iss21/9
For more information, please contact repository@pobox.upenn.edu.

Ethics and Oinical
Practice
aNewCours e
th1cs issues ansmg in clinical prac
tice are addressed by Ethics 9009
a core course for all students at
Penn's School of Veterinary Medi
cine. The course, first offered in the
Fall of 1986. is presented in the
format of Ethical Grand Rounds.
a technique designed to mimic the medical and surgi
cal discussions students will encounter in their later
vears at school.
For the last decade. medical students have taken
courses dealing with ethics and clinical practtce. Veteri
nary schools j�t recently have begun to address this
ISsue. "ln lectures and laboratories, veterinary students
are taught to identify and treat animal diseases. relieve
pain, and care for livestock to ensure plentiful food
products, and they are encouraged to participate m
research to advance medical knowledge,.. said Dr.
Sheldon Steinberg, professor of neurology and one of
the organizers of the course. "These tasks appear to be
quite weU defined, yet in practice they often are less
clear and judgment is required. The reality is that vet
erinary medical pr-clctice (as every other of life's signif
icant endeavors) requires judgment. That judgment is
not restricted to the patient's clinical status and the
significance of test results alone but includes questions
aJso of the propriety of running those tests. treating or
not. of performing euthanasia or not Th�e JUdg
ments must be made because the mere avallabihty of
technical or medical means or legal prerogatives is nor
necessarily a sufficient basis for making decisions.
Such issues are not stressed in lectures where the
emphasis is on identifying diseases and on modes of
treatment."
Ethics 9009 acquaints students with the conflicts
encountered by practitioners. The sLx-week course
consists of the weekly presentation of a problem, dis
cusston by groups of students and faculty moderators,
and a summarization of the viewpoints from the six
d�cussion groups and the clinician presenter.
··� we explore the issue of judgmenL we find that
m<lre than one position has a measure of 'rightness',"
said Dr Steinberg...Hence there is a conflict. l n this
course the topic and the issue of concern is 'Ethics and
Chnical Practice-When Good Positions Connict'."
The purpose of the course is I) to bring real-life ethi
cal issues to the students' attention, 2) to discuss these
and hence encourage students to discover and con
sider other 1ssucs as lhey arise, 3) to demonstrate that
even questions without clear answers require rigorous,
clear thinkmg, 4) to demonstrate that careful and crit
ICal explorat10n of conflicting issues may help us to
choose from among the issues, and 5) to demonstrate
that listening to opposing views may strengthen or
change one's own opinion."
The problems presented by practitioners and faculty
members ranged from the question ''Should research
an1mals be used to train veterinary students" to
"Treatment of the tenninal cancer patient: how much,
how far. and how often." TI1e course partiCipants
examined issues such as treating an injured animal
brought to the veterinarian by a bystander and it hav
Ing a) an owner who cannot be reached. b) an owner
who owes money for previous treatment, c) an
unknown owner who authoriLed treatment and prom
ises to come by the next day. In another problem the
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issue was one of referral, how much testing or explor
ative surgery should be done when a specific disorder
IS suspected but ItS scope IS not fuJly known, and
hould t.he case be referred to a teaching hospttal
which offers more sophisticated tests before or after
testing/explorative surgery. Students discussed
informed consent and how much and what specific
information to g1ve so a decision for the treatment of
an animal can be made. Here the students had to deal
with the definition of infonncd consent. which
requires the veterinarian to provtde information about
the nature of the medical condition. the nature and
purpose of the proposed treatment and procedures.
the likelihood of success. the risks involved or possible
side effects. and the alternatives to Lhe procedure and
treatment (if any) and their possible consequences.
During these dtscussions it emerged that informed
consent is not a simple issue and that the cllem's per
ception of the medical reality depends greatly on the
\cterinarian's presentation of facts as well a�; the
manner in whsch tht"y are convr\•ed llte w•tcrinarian'c;
own convictions also pia} an truportant role in tbe
client's deciston-making process.
The final exam, a take-home essay, required the
students to deaJ with such issues as informed consent.
experimental treatment. fees. and a pending research
grant. They abo bad to address the general i:,rue of
animal research, the prospect of improved human
health, and the importance of professional growth,
and they were required to present alternate points of
view and their response to them.
"We deliberately offer this course early in the stU
dents' veterinary training.� said Dr. Steinberg ...They
can zero in on the ethical ISSues unhampered by medi
cal facts. Of course. t.hey are given pertinent medical
information within lhe context of the problem. We
want them to be aware that veterinary medical prac
tice requires judgment and that the issues discussed in
the course are JUS! the beginning of a career-long
concern."
In the ft.rst course. problems derived from practice
were offered by Drs. F. Rude, S. McDonough, N.
Oakley. J. Simms. and H. S. teinberg. Drs. G.
Kaufman, S. Helfand, and S. Schiffer from the facult)
presented problems from VHUP. The faculty modera
tors were Drs. Alan Beck, Colin Harvey, Joan
Hendricks, Meryl Littman. William Moyer, David
Nunamaker. and Robert Orsher.
The course was developed by Dr. Steinberg and Dr.
Donald A. Abt. professor of epidemiology and bio
statistics. "We hope to interest our alumni and to have
them participate in the course," sajd Dr. Steinberg.
uwe want them to become involved and to present
problems encountered in practice to our students.
Only if we have a broad practitioner participation can
we expose the students to the w1de range of ethical
dilemmas encountered by practicing veterinarians. I
do hope to hear from alumni willing to contribute to
this course."

Final Examination
Please identify the ethical 1ssue(s) that Dr. �obell
faces. State your solution(s) to those issues and
defend you solution(s) against any objecuon(s) that
a reasonable person might raise against your
view(s}.
Since your understanding of the issue!> is what
we wish to e..aluate, you are all to work indepen
dently on this case.

Case Presentation
The onJ) bull owned by the Black & Whttc
Holstein Stud Service of Freema.rtin. CT. hat;
become suddenly and mysterious!) sterile. The dis
traught owners seek the advice and service of Dr.
Nobel!, a well-known and respected veterinarian in
this field of medicine. Dr. Nobell diagnoses the dis

order and decides that his new corrective surgery
mtght be JOthcatcd. Dr �ohdl kno"!>
I. That the technique has helped 88 percent of the
experimental rats he has treated;
2. That only 4 percent of his rats have died;
3. ThaJ the existing srandard treatment for buJls is
\ery safe bat results an: onl) fair: i.e., about40
percent of bulls are helped;
4. That bis $4,000 fee for various suppliel> and pro
fessional services is:
a. affordable. and
b. a modest cost relauve to the healthy bun·�
value;
5. Further, Dr. Nobell knows that his pending
research grant would be enhanced if he tests his
method on a bull (even if the attempt fails). [f
successful 1n rats and bulls. there is reason to
belie'e that this treaunent will also be beneficial
to humans with a similar problem.
Unhappily, if Dr. Nobel! fails. no other treatment
will be possible for this bull. Also. any prior treat
ment will preclude employing thts new surgical
treatment.

